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After Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez fired seven executives of state-owned oil company
Petroleos de Venezuela (PDVSA) on April 7, protesting executives began a gradual work slowdown
and disruption of operations. In support of the protesters, opposition labor leader Carlos Ortega
called a 24-hour strike, which has been extended indefinitely. The conflict has moved beyond any
government-PDVSA management issue as the political opposition has seized on the dispute to
further its efforts to remove Chavez.
In February, Chavez angered PDVSA executives by replacing several members on the board of
directors and naming economist Gaston Parra as company president (see NotiSur, 2002-03-22).
Hundreds of managers and white-collar workers began daily protests, saying the appointments
were based on politics rather than merit and calling for the president to rescind his appointments.
Executives said their protest would continue until five of the board's seven members stepped down.
Chavez, in turn, threatened massive firings. Ruling-coalition lawmakers tried to mediate a solution
after Parra dismissed the company's legal adviser and public relations chief, who were accused of
using their posts to organize protests.
Horacio Medina, former PDVSA international planning manager and one of the fired executives,
said on April 4 that the defiant managers had decided to "gradually suspend work in the
administrative offices in Caracas and the central and eastern parts of the country to protest the
government's intransigence." Chavez "doesn't accept pressure or blackmail from a group of
managers who have ignored a presidential decision," said Vice President Diosdado Cabello.
"Authority cannot be negotiated." The following day,
Deputy Luis Salas, who headed the mediation committee, said they were giving up "because the
parties opted for the route of conflict," and he complained that "political elements that were lying
in wait penetrated the employees' movement." As soon as the PDVSA staff decided to protest,
Pedro Carmona, president of the business association Fedecamaras and a leading opponent of
Chavez, announced his organization's support for the action, and the main labor organization,
the Confederacion de Trabajadores de Venezuela (CTV), called emergency meetings to consider a
strike. As PDVSA managers began the staggered shutdown of refineries and other facilities, many
workers stayed home, closed installations, and slowed gasoline and oil-tanker deliveries. Two
oil workers were killed and three others injured in a clash between government supporters and
opposition party members at a drilling site.
On April 6, CTV president Ortega called a one-day general strike for April 9. The CTV had been
preparing a strike for April 18, but moved the date up. The government does not recognize Ortega,
who has become one of the most outspoken opponents of Chavez. The courts have not ratified his
election as CTV president because one of the member unions claimed the election was fraudulent
and the union has refused to submit the official results and ballots to the government.
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Chavez fires executives
President Chavez announced the dismissal April 7 of seven executives who had led the monthlong
protests. Twelve other executives were given mandatory early retirement, and the president
warned that any other workers who continued leading protests would be fired. Chavez accused
the protesters of trying to "sabotage" Venezuela's oil industry and vowed that his efforts to reform
PDVSA would continue. Chavez insisted on the need to trim corporate spending and increase
PDVSA contributions to the treasury, a key component in his promises to combat poverty and
corruption.
Accusing executives of owning luxurious chalets in the Venezuelan Andes and other excesses,
Chavez said company revenue must benefit the 80% of Venezuelans who live in poverty. The
president accused the executives of belonging to an "elite group carrying out subversive actions that
border on terrorism." He accused three engineers of acting illegally in shutting down the El Palito
refinery in the state of Carabobo. In a separate news conference, Parra said the board of directors
would guarantee that PDVSA complies with Venezuela's policy of strict adherence to production
quotas set by the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). Parra accused protesting
employees of resisting the policy, which he said has been proven successful by a recent rise in
international oil prices. Oil accounts for 80% of Venezuela's export revenue and half of government
income. The firings infuriated the protesters who said they would intensify protests and stoppages.
"Today, tomorrow, and the next day, our actions are going to be even more radical," said Eddie
Ramirez, another of the fired PDVSA managers, to a crowd of protesting colleagues. The strike
began the morning of April 9, with strike leaders calling it a major success and the government
minimizing its effectiveness. Rafael Rosales, president of the Federacion de Trabajadores Petroleros
(Fedepetrol), the nation's largest blue-collar oil union, called on workers not to walk off the job. He
said Fedepetrol rejected political strikes, adding that, while he agreed with some positions of the
dissident managers, outside interests had become involved. During the first day of the strike, the
government frequently interrupted normal television and radio programs to broadcast anti-strike
messages.
Opponents denounced the government's tactics as illegal and dictatorial. Chavez justified the
actions saying the opposition-dominated media was exaggerating the impact of the strike. While
labor and business leaders declared the strike a success, Fedecamaras director Gregorio Rojas
acknowledged it was not as widely supported as the Dec. 10 strike. The US State Department,
meanwhile, urged US citizens to be aware of "potentially violent confrontations" for "the next
several weeks." In the late afternoon, the CTV and Fedecamaras announced that they were
extending the strike "indefinitely." Vice President Cabello said the stoppage was a political action
organized by groups that wanted to see Chavez removed and did not involve labor grievances and
demands.
On April 10, Interior Minister Ramon Rodriguez Chacin said Molotov cocktails had been found
at the Accion Democratica (AD) offices, and he accused the party of planning to distribute them
to incite unrest and provoke the government. He warned that authorities would do what it takes
to ensure security. Strike could have international repercussions Disrupting the oil sector was
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key to the success of the strike, which the traditional parties the AD, which controls the CTV, and
the Comite de Organizacion Politica Electoral Independiente (COPEI) as well as opposition civic
organizations had been organizing since January.
Venezuela is the third-largest supplier of oil to the US, after Saudi Arabia and Mexico, and the
slowdown of supplies could affect prices, John Litchblau, chairman of the New York nonprofit
Petroleum Industry Research Foundation, said in Washington. "Potentially, this is a bigger threat for
the US market than disruptions in the Middle East, which are hypothetical. This isn't hypothetical,"
said Litchblau. PDVSA's 950,000-barrel-a-day Paraguana complex, one of the world's largest
refineries, operated at 50% capacity on April 8, refinery workers said. El Palito refinery in central
Venezuela was closed, and Puerto la Cruz in the East was running below capacity.
Venezuela released buyers and sellers from completing contracts with PDVSA, citing disruptions
in supplies. "Shipments will be delayed, and the situation obviously is not normal," said PDVSA
vice president and board member Jorge Kamkoff. OPEC warned of a possible oil crisis given the
combination of the strike in Venezuela and the decision of Iraq to stop exports to demand that
Israeli forces withdraw from Palestinian territories. "After the Iraq announcement...and the effect
of Venezuela's exports, we could go directly to an oil crisis," warned OPEC secretary general Ali
Rodriguez, a former Venezuelan oil minister, April 8. With neither side in Venezuela willing to
budge, "this is a fight with only losers and no winners," he said.

Opposition seizes opportunity
By extending the strike, some analysts say the political opposition is pushing Chavez to declare a
state of emergency. But Attorney General Isaias Rodriguez said there were legal alternatives to such
a decree that would stop disruptions and dislodge protesting workers. There seems little doubt that
the dissident PDVSA managers and the political opposition have found a common cause that goes
beyond a labor dispute.
On March 5, Fedecamaras and the CTV signed a "governability pact," which they did not invite
the government to join. Analysts interpreted the pact as a proposal for a "post-Chavez transition."
In their public statements announcing the strike, Carmona and Ortega did not say that the aim
was Chavez's removal. Throughout the protests, however, the signs and chants of demonstrators
have called for the president to resign and even urged the armed forces to remove him from office.
Although one complaint of dissident military officers has been that Chavez has "politicized" the
military, Ortega called on the military to support the protesters. "In a moment of crisis, the armed
forces take the side of the people, the side of the majority," Ortega told Globovision television. "It's
an explosive situation that calls for immediate action."
"This can only end with the president resigning," Humberto Calderon Berti, a former minister
of energy and mines, told a crowd of protesting executives in Caracas. "All Venezuelans from all
walks of life, from all social strata, from all the political and ideological sectors, must take part in
the stoppage. This is about him or us. It is a choice between democracy or dictatorship." But some
analysts saw a note of desperation in the actions of the opposition. "It's an opposition without
parties, only of people who despise Chavez. It's an immature group, with no parties to follow," said
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Luis Vicente Leon, director of the polling firm Datanalisis. In the PDVSA dispute, "the opposition
saw a big chance to draw a last breath. It was the moment to revive itself." Still, he added, "Chavez,
in a very clumsy way, thought he was strong enough to control the situation, and obviously it got out
of control."
Chavez attacked the opposition in a televised speech, saying labor, business, and political leaders
were trying to instigate a military coup by fostering unrest. He accused the media of exaggerating
the size of the strike and urged his supporters to be alert for conspiracies against his three-year-old
government. Defense Minister Jose Vicente Rangel condemned the strike as "insurrectionist" and
said strike leaders were "jumping into the void" because Chavez will not be overthrown.

-- End --
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